Starting from a half empty house in New Haven, A Raisin in the Sun attracted larger audiences on its out-of-town trials through Chicago and other cities until a last minute rush for tickets in Philadelphia earned it a Broadway house. It had taken a year to raise the $100,000 needed for the show -the "smart money" would not take a risk on a serious play about a Black family. The tenuousness of its production life ended, however, with its New York opening. The show ran on Broadway for nineteen months and won the New York Drama Critics' Circle Award against such plays as Tennessee Williams' Sweet Bird of Youth, Archibald MacLeish's J.B., and Eugene O'Neill's A Touch of the Poet. The play's phenomenal reception can be attributed, in part, to its timeliness, for this drama reflects that moment in U.S. history when the country was poised on the brink of cataclysmic social and legal upheavals that would forever change its character. In his 1959 review of the show, Walter Kerr observed that Hansberry "reads the precise temperature of a race at that time in its history when it cannot retreat and cannot quite find the way to move forward. The mood is forty-nine parts anger and forty-nine parts control, with a very narrow escape hatch for the steam these abrasive contraries build up. Three generations stand poised, and crowded, on a detonating-cap."5
The tensions of the times that Kerr sensed in the play had been captured earlier in a short, provacative poem by Langston Hughes, a work that had given Hansberry the title and theme of her drama. "What happens to a dream deferred," asked the poet in his historical collection of poems on Harlem. "Does it dry up like a raisin in the sun... or does it explode?"6 Lorraine Hansberry answered by fashioning a play about the struggles and frustrations of a working-class Black family living in Chicago's South Side ghetto during the 1950s. Crowded into a cramped, roach-infested kitchenette, this family of laborers wages a constant battle to survive and to maintain hope for a better future. When Lena Younger (Mama), the elder of the household, receives a $10,000 widow's benefit, each family member sees the money as fulfillment of a private dream. The conflict is sharpest between the dual protagonists of the play, Mama and her thirty-five-year-old son, Walter Lee, who lives with his sister (Beneatha), his wife (Ruth), and son (Travis) in his mother's home. Walter, frustrated by his dead-end chauffeur's job, wants to invest in a liquor store as a way out of their economic and psychological trap. But Mama, seeking more physical space for the family and the psychological freedom it would bring, puts a down payment on a house that happens to be in Clyboure Park, a white neighborhood. Her decision decimates Walter who views the money as his last chance to gain some economic control over his life. When Mama realizes how deeply her decision has hurt her son, she entrusts him with the remaining money with a portion to be placed in a savings account for his sister's college education and the rest for Walter to do with as he wishes. His good fortune is short-lived, however, because he loses the money in a dubious business deal. A disillusioned man, Walter faces his mother and family in a highly emotional scene; when presented with the opportunity to recover his losses by selling out to the Clyboure Park Association (which is determined to keep the neighborhood white), he decides to take their offer despite its demeaning implications. However, Walter comes to realize that he cannot live with this denigration of his family's pride and consequently rejects the proposal. The play ends as the family begins to move to the new house.
The spirit and struggles of the Younger family symbolized the social progress and setbacks characteristic of the 1950s, and the Broadway audience of that time could not help but notice. In 1955, three years before the opening of A Raisin in the Sun, the Supreme Court had declared racial segregation in public schools illegal, marking a climax to decades of advocacy and legal challenges, but initiating a new level of resistance. The Montgomery bus boycott was staged the same year, marking the beginning of Martin Luther King's visible leadership in the Civil Rights Movement. Boycotts and sit-ins intensified as federal troops were called in to prevent interference with school integration in Little Rock, Arkansas. As the struggle continued in the United States, it was also raging in Africa as Ghana became an independent nation, signaling the imminent demise of European colonialism.
During the play's run and shortly thereafter, Black and white Freedom Riders headed South and were greeted by a wave of terrorism as Southern segregationists retaliated; lunch counters in over 100 Southern cities were integrated; sit-ins and protests accelerated; Martin Luther King was arrested and jailed repeatedly; Black children were murdered, and churches were burned by racists, while the President of The timeliness of the play was equalled only by the captivating characters with whom white audiences were willing to identify and of whom Black audiences could be proud. Lena Younger was a strong point of identification. She was everybody's Mama -strong, caring, determined -the glue that held the family together. The selfsacrificing love of wife and mother were recognizable in Ruth's quiet strength and giving nature. Although Walter Lee was a new kind of character for white audiences, intended as a "ghetto hero" by Hansberry, the generational conflict with his mother was very familiar. For Blacks, Walter was a welcome affirmation of the urgency and potency of the Black struggle, while his sister, the ebullient Beneatha, represented its intellectual potential. Each character was molded with skill, humor, and the best tools of realistic theatre. The human qualities of Hansberry's characters came through without negating their racial integrity, and the play was loudly acclaimed on that account.
Critics praised the play as much for what it did not do as for its achievements. It presented characters who were neither sentimentalized nor stereotyped. There was no special pleading. The play was honest and had integrity. It did not preach political dogma, reviewers claimed. Even the F.B.I. file on Hansberry confirmed that the play was not propagandistic, according to the agents' report. Apparently, it did not pose a danger to the Republic. Because the humanity of this family was so brillantly exposed, white audiences could see themselves reflected in those Black faces. Because the racial experience was so authentically portrayed, Blacks found a new voice and created a vital, provocative theatre movement in the next decade. However, during the 1960s, 7Rich, "Theater: A Raisin in the Sun," p. C24.
Black critic Harold Cruse labeled the play a "glorified soap opera,"8 reflecting a few reviewers' growing impatience with realistic plot structures and disagreement with what they perceived to be the play's political views. Nevertheless, the vitality and sharp definition of characters, the wit and humor of its sparkling dialogue, and the continued affirmation of the play's "message" by Black and white audiences alike, have far outweighed that criticism, causing audiences to return year after year to relive the now well-known rituals of the Younger family. However, A Raisin in the Sun is also a play of ideas and functions on a deeper, philosophical level, which until recently has been obscured to some extent by the racial prism through which it was originally viewed.
Writing in her scrapbook of reviews, Hansberry agreed with a 1959 passage by Daniel Gottlieb of the Hartford Times: the playwright "manages to weave the threads of the Negro-white conflict, materialism vs. spiritualism, and the individual vs. his conscience into the play."9 The seductiveness of material values is at issue in the play and the Youngers' struggle for a spiritual and economic future poses fundamental questions about the American dream of success. As Gregory Mosher, Director of the Goodman Theatre, asks, "Is Walter Lee right when he says money is all that matters? How important is economic success in securing rights for a minority group? Such goals give you power, but do they also corrupt you?"10 In order to advance materially, must the Youngers also become materialistic? The contradiction between the profitable, economic values of acquisition, power, and status and the "unprofitable" values of integrity, justice, and freedom runs deep in the American psyche. Walter's desire to "make it" is as American as Mama's determination to retain the family's pride and honor.
Although the original production script contained ample confirmation of this theme, events of the last twenty-five years both offstage and on have helped audiences to perceive these fundamental issues more clearly. The re-insertion of some omitted lines has sharpened and clarified the philosophical content without altering the basic structure of the play. Some scenes were cut in the original production in order to minimize risk; the producers and director chose to keep the playing time as tight as possible without sacrificing the playwright's values. Among the scenes and lines that were eliminated were three portions of dialogue which have since been restored to more recent publications and were included in 1983-84 productions." These sections offer important insights to the character of Walter Lee and Mama, the play's dual protagonists, and greatly strengthen the articulation of the fundamental theme. The placement of this speech is critical to its import for it catches Walter in a rare, reflective moment. Throughout the play, the audience has seen the restless side of Walter, constantly at odds with his family, desperately trying to convince his strongwilled mother of the importance of his plans. This speech is Walter's only chance in the play to explain his ideas fully, without interruption and criticism. While the speech verifies Walter's desire to shape a better future for his son, it also signals a shift in his value system -one which will make the outrageous offer from the white homeowners' association both attractive and logical. Walter is willing to buy into a system of roles and class stratification in order to realize his dream. His image is typical Americana -the independent male who controls the world and around whom the universe revolves. Wife, secretary, gardener, Cadillac, sports car-all are complements to his material universe. His manhood is at stake, he believes, and the women around him with their traditional values are holding him back. 
